got the choice of standing on a duckboard and being killed by
a shell or getting off and being drowned/ said the British
infantryman. Of what avail was gallantry without strategic
inspiration? The two great British offensives on the Western
front are dreary to recall. The strategic principle was that of
battering your head against a wall. If Germany was to be
starved out anyway, what was the purpose of this squandering
of life? That offensives could be successful, even on the dead-
locked Western front, the Germans proved.

In our quiet retreat west of Lens we had as little understand-
ing for the greater picture of the war as village-folk in peace
time have for great issues of international politics. Our vision
was bounded by the few yards of trench and shell-hole that we
patrolled. We were vaguely perturbed by the collapse of
Russia, vaguely reassured by the intervention of America;
operations in Italy, Salonika, Mesopotamia and elsewhere were
Double Dutch.

Between flights we stood on our aerodrome and watched the
war. On a lovely September evening a fast German chaser
hopped unnoticed across our lines and bagged a British observa-
tion balloon tethered near by. It fell in a dissolving mass of
crimson flame and black smoke. The German turned on the
little white speck beneath him that was the parachute of the
balloon pilot. Machine-gunning hard he dived on the helpless
swinging figure, rose-coloured in the sun's last rays. If he had
not paused for this he would have got away, but now, when he
tamed to go, two British chasers were on him. Three shining
white^machines, soaring, leaping, falling, charging, their tracer
machine-gun bullets blazing a yellow trail, they rode about
the darkening sky like silver knights jousting at each other with
golden lances. They got the German down, landed near him,
took him, only slightly hurt, to the nearest officers' mess and
drank with him.

And once, in the full heat of the day, another German chaser
sped across and destroyed five observation balloons tethered at
intervals between our aerodrome and the line. The pilot of the